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The effects of individual dispositions and workplace factors on the lives and 
careers of physical education teachers: Twelve years on from graduation 
It has been noted that individual characteristics and workplace factors have rarely 
been combined to gain a more holistic understanding of teachers’ career 
trajectories (Rinke, 2008; Schaefer, Long, & Clandinin, 2012). This paper 
considers the mutual relationship between individual and contextual factors of 
five physical education teacher education graduates to gain a greater 
understanding of teachers’ career trajectories. Data were collected through 
interviews and living graphs. Results of the study suggest that both individual 
dispositions and contextual factors influence the career trajectories of physical 
education teachers in Ireland to varying degrees and with varying consequences. 
While the career trajectories of qualified physical education teachers in Ireland 
are individual and complex, there appears to be a consistency across the teachers 
that, as they spend a longer time teaching in schools, they withdraw from their 
initial strong and proud identity as a physical education teacher in favour of 
identifying with teaching their elective subject. There are a number of ways in 
which this worrying trend can be addressed; (i) focus on physical education 
teacher education programmes and ensure that pre-service teachers have an 
opportunity to explore and share their individual dispositions, (ii) understand 
what school contextual factors are likely to / will support and foster their 
dispositions, and (iii) appreciate how these dispositions might impact their ability 
to negotiate the realities of teaching physical education in Irish post-primary 
schools. 
Keywords: Physical education; career trajectory; socialisation; attrition; 
workplace factors; individual characteristics 
 
Introduction 
Research on the socialisation experiences of physical education teachers is long standing 
(Pike & Fletcher, 2014), including the seminal work of Hal Lawson (see Lawson, 1983a; 
Lawson, 1983b). Occupational socialization has been defined by Lawson (1986) as “all kinds 
of socialization that initially influences persons to enter the field of physical education and 
that later are responsible for their perceptions and actions as teacher educators and teachers” 
(p. 107). Occupational socialization is ongoing, continuously shaping teachers’ behaviours 
and orientations towards teaching (Richards et al., 2014).  A considerable amount of research 
has been conducted on the ‘profile of recruits’ (Pike and Fletcher (2014), that is, 
understanding who chooses to teach and why.  
While there is a significant amount of literature on the socialization of teachers during 
their initial teacher education (Richards et al., 2014), there has been less of a focus on the 
induction of teachers, and a very limited amount of literature which seeks to explore the 
socialisation years beyond induction into teaching in schools (Pike & Fletcher, 2014). There 
continues to be a lack of empirical research spanning multiple stages of socialization beyond 
the induction stage of physical education teachers and their career-long socialization process 
(Pike & Fletcher, 2014), with an identified need to explore the ways in which physical 
education teachers navigate the complex cultures of the schools in which they are employed 
over the course of their careers (Richards et al., 2013; Richards et al., 2014; Schempp et al., 
1993). There is relatively little research on the professional lives of teachers in the middle 
years of their career (Day & Gu, 2010), with a need to better understand the physical 
education teacher’s career between the early years and later years to help teachers anticipate 
and negotiate expected challenges throughout their entire career cycle (Lynn & Woods, 
2010).  
Rinke (2008) reports a disconnect between the “concrete issues in education” (p. 9) 
(for example retention and attrition) and research on the professional lives of teachers. In an 
attempt to bridge that gap, occupational socialization provides a framework to better 
understand the realities of teaching physical education by exploring the extent to which 
contextual factors and individual dispositions impact career trajectories. This will inform 
multiple stages of the socialization process as well as contribute to the retention and attrition 
literature.  
This paper begins with a review of the teacher socialisation literature and, in 
particular, the related construct of occupational socialisation to teachers in general and 
physical education teachers specifically. The reader will then be introduced to the Irish school 
physical education context in which this study resides. The related methodology, results and 
discussion follow. 
Teacher socialisation 
Teacher socialisation, falling under the umbrella of occupational socialisation, is a term used 
to describe the process by which “a person is trained and learns the roles, expectations, and 
values” (Pike & Fletcher, 2014, p. 2) associated with teaching. There is consensus that 
teacher socialization has three influences, which in recent literature are more commonly 
referred to as phases assuming a chronological nature. These begin with a ‘pre-training 
phase’ of acculturation spanning from birth up until entering the professional socialization 
phase when formal education training occurs, followed by the organizational socialization 
phase which commences as teachers enter into the workplace. More recently secondary 
professional socialisation has been referred to as a fourth phase of socialisation, describing 
the process by which graduates and post-graduates are prepared for academia and, in 
particular, as a physical education teacher education (PETE) faculty member (Richards, 
2015). In contrast to early functionalist beliefs about teacher socialisation (Zeichner & Gore, 
1989), it is important to recognise that socialisation is a dialectic process whereby the 
individual is active in their continuous engagement with social structures and context as each 
continually shape one another (Gaudreault, Richards, & Mays Woods, 2016; Pike & Fletcher, 
2014; Richards, 2015).  
Research on the acculturation phase has informed teacher socialisation literature on 
the characteristics and experiences of teachers prior to beginning their teacher education 
(Richards et al., 2014).  Professional socialisation is referred to as the process where 
“teachers acquire and maintain the values, sensitivities, skills and knowledge that are deemed 
ideal for teaching” (Lawson, 1983a, p. 4). It is during this phase that teachers are enrolled in 
formal teacher education programmes typically at a third level institution. Organisational 
socialisation is the phase during which teachers are teaching and are understood to be 
‘learning the ropes’  (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) of the culture, procedures, and custodial 
ideologies that are of particular value to the workplace or school (Lawson, 1983a). Taking 
into account the nature of the data collected, this paper is particularly concerned with the 
organizational phase of socialisation.  
Physical education teacher socialisation  
When compared to classroom teachers, early research on the socialisation of physical 
education teachers identified a unique set of experiences, expectations, roles and outcomes of 
the physical education context in schools (Templin & Schempp, 1989). One of the most 
common reasons recruits are interested in pursuing a career in teaching physical education is 
their initial interest and love for sport and physical activity (Ennis, 1992; Macdonald, Kirk, & 
Braiuka, 1999; O'Sullivan, MacPhail, & Tannehill, 2009). It is evident that the type of sport 
and level at which they are engaged (Curtner-Smith, 2001), along with childhood and early 
experiences with physical education, have a long standing effect on the socialisation of 
physical education teachers (Curtner‐Smith, 1999; Evans & Williams, 1989). Where 
acculturation experiences are seen to have a lasting impact on the approach to teaching, 
PETE programmes often fall short of effecting change (Lawson, 1983b; Richards, 2015), 
having very little impact on pre-service teachers’ (PSTs’) beliefs about teaching and physical 
education. Instead, PSTs use their practical experiences and workplace opportunities to 
confirm their beliefs (Solmon & Ashy, 1995). Similarly, it is in the workplace that physical 
education teachers’ practices and beliefs are ultimately fashioned (Richards, 2015).  
Physical education teachers have been identified as holding one of three socialisation 
strategies -  custodial, innovative or ‘fence-sitting’(not demonstrating characteristics of either 
strategy exclusively) - which influences the nature of the dialectical relationship between the 
individual and their social context and experiences (Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). The most 
common strategy is custodial (Pike & Fletcher, 2014), which involves an active acceptance, 
and therefore absence, of questioning or challenging of different elements of the socialisation. 
Innovative strategies challenge elements and settings and, as a result, act as agents of change 
within the context of socialisation (Lawson, 1983b). The held strategies are understood to 
largely influence the teaching practices and career longevity with respect to ‘washout’ and 
‘burnout’ of physical education teachers. Teachers holding an innovative strategy who are 
employed in a school context that demonstrates more custodial characteristics (such as a lack 
of support for implementing new pedagogies, feelings of sufficiency with maintaining the 
status-quo) are more likely to reach a level of frustration and / or dissatisfaction in their 
teaching position. This, in turn, may lead to ‘wash out’ or ‘burnout’, impacting the career 
trajectory.   
There has been a significant increase in the volume of literature which seeks to better 
understand teachers’ careers, a significant number of which has focused on teacher retention 
and attrition. Traditionally, approaches to analysing teacher retention have involved either the 
individual (Bobbitt, Faupel, & Burns, 1991; Chapman, 1984; Heyns, 1988) or the workplace 
context (Bridge, Cunningham, & Forsbach, 1978; Buckley, Schneider, & Shang, 2005) in 
relation to the impact on the career path of teachers (Rinke, 2008). However, it has been 
noted that both the individual characteristics and workplace factors have rarely been 
combined to gain a more holistic understanding of teachers’ career trajectories (Rinke, 2008; 
Schaefer et al., 2012). In the rare case that both have been examined, each was analysed 
separately (see Heyns, 1988). This paper considers the mutual relationship between 
individual and contextual factors, addressing the limited longitudinal research contributing to 
understanding teacher retention.  The lack of longitudinal research has led to a lack of 
understanding of the authentic process of teachers’ careers (bar few- see Lynn & Woods, 
2010), with a preference notable in the literature as relying on individual reasons identified 
retrospectively after the teacher has made the decision to leave the teaching profession 
(Rinke, 2008). 
 
Teaching Physical Education in Ireland  
Physical Education Teachers in Ireland 
In contrast to international literature on the low status of teaching as a profession (Banville & 
Rikard, 2009) and teacher shortages (Banville & Rikard, 2009; R. Ingersoll, 2003; R. M. 
Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Lindqvist & Nordänger, 2016), entry into teaching in Ireland is 
highly sought after and competitive based on the high number of applicants to a variety of 
teacher education programmes throughout the country (Heinz, 2008; O'Sullivan et al., 2009). 
The current entry requirement to an undergraduate teaching certification programme in 
Ireland relies solely on the applicant’s Leaving Certificate point score; a point allocation 
based on grades achieved for academic achievement on the final examinations in the last year 
of post-primary education. Participants in this study all graduated from a four-year full time 
Honours Bachelor Degree undergraduate PETE programme in Ireland. At the time of 
entrance to the PETE programme attended by the cohort of students from which the 
participants of this study belong, entry points for the programme were ranked as third highest 
in the institution for the 2000-2001 academic year. At the time of entry, since ceased, 
prospective students were also required to pass a physical skills aptitude test in order to be 
granted entry into the programme, suggesting a certain calibre of entrant who exceled in both 
academic performance as well as physical competencies.  The trend of attracting a 
consistently high academic calibre of applicants into the PETE programme has continued 
since the early 1970’s (O'Sullivan et al., 2009).  
Unlike some international PETE programmes, upon graduation graduates are 
qualified to teach physical education and an elective subject in Irish post-primary schools. In 
order to receive the dual qualification, the PETE programme consists of three components 
which are intertwined through the four years. Around 50% of PSTs’ time is spent on the 
content and pedagogy of physical education. A further 25% of the PSTs’ time focuses on 
generic teaching and learning theories and practices. The remaining 25% is spent studying an 
elective subject.  
PSTs have multiple opportunities to engage in teaching throughout their four years. In 
addition to teaching opportunities embedded in modules, PSTs complete three school 
placements; a one-week primary school physical education placement in their first year, a six-
week placement in their second year where they teach both physical education and their 
elective subject, and a ten-week placement in their final year of study where students teach 
both physical education and their elective subject.  
Physical Education provision in schools 
While there is a consistently high academic entry requirement for PETE programmes in 
Ireland (O'Sullivan et al., 2009), the status of physical education in schools is not dissimilar 
to that of other countries (MacPhail, O'Sullivan, & Halbert, 2008). Physical education in 
Ireland is not compulsory (MacPhail, Halbert, McEvilly, Hutchinson, & MacDonncha, 2005) 
though it is encouraged that students in their first three years of post-primary receive two 
hours per week of physical education (O'Sullivan, 2006). This recommendation is not 
achieved by a significant number of post-primary schools (Halbert & MacPhail, 2010). In the 
first year of post-primary education in Ireland, students receive an average of 75 minutes of 
physical education per week which is further reduced to 57 minutes per week in the sixth and 
final year of post-primary education (Halbert & MacPhail, 2010). Overcrowded curriculums 
and inadequate time allocated to the provision of physical education have been on-going 
issues affecting the provision of physical education in Irish post-primary schools (Halbert & 
MacPhail, 2010; MacPhail et al., 2005; MacPhail & Hartley, 2016).  
Method 
Participants 
This study involves a cohort of five physical education teachers who were interviewed on 
graduation from a PETE programme, at the end of their first year teaching, at the end of their 
sixth year teaching and twelve years after graduation. The five participants have taken part in 
at least two of the previous three data collection points (Table 1). Pseudonyms have been 
used to ensure confidentiality and protect anonymity. This paper reports the data and findings 
from interviewing the teachers twelve years after graduation. 
[Inset Table 1 here] 
Identification of critical incidents  
Rinke (2008) acknowledges the value of giving teachers a voice in the story of their career 
trajectories by identifying that teachers can inform research on teacher retention and, by 
extension, attrition by considering and sharing their own perspectives and personal lives. 
Participants were asked to self-identify critical incidents throughout their career, in both their 
professional and personal lives, that had a perceived impact on their career trajectory. 
Varying definitions of the term ‘critical incident’ have been used (Angelides, 2001) and we 
favour the notion that “it refers to some event or situation which marked a significant turning-
point or change in the life of a person or an institution… or in some social phenomenon” 
(Tripp, 1993, p. 24). Based on Tripp’s (1993, 1994)  working definition, we interpret critical 
incidents to include “common-place events that occur in the everyday life of the classroom” 
rather than dramatic or apparent ‘things’ to be discovered (Angelides, 2001, p. 430). We also 
interpret critical incidents to be free from being bound by time, meaning, for example, that a 
critical incident may have lasted only a brief moment in a class or could have evolved over 
the course of a year. Critical incidents, therefore, are given meaning and implication by the 
participant themselves as they justify and signify the incident with respect to their career 
path. It has been argued that the collection and analysis of critical incidents can be used by 
researchers as a participatory method for collecting rich data (Angelides, 2001). The 
longitudinal nature of this study lends itself to the benefits associated with critical incidents 
data. 
Living graphs were created and used to map the participants’ career paths with 
relation to the perceived impact of self-identified critical incidents over time. The living 
graphs acted as a structured opportunity for participants to reflect on their career trajectories 
prior to interviewing. This provided a skeleton-like structure outlining their career narrative 
with relation to their perceived critical incidents, which would come to full fruition 
throughout the participant’s interview. We acknowledge that a limitation of the critical 
incidents may be a failure to capture changes in teachers attitudes related to the build-up of a 
number of small things over time rather than one or more critical incident.  
To assist participants in the completion of their living graph, instructions were 
provided and were accompanied by a completed example of what a living graph might 
include and how it might look when finished (Figure 1). Participants also received a blank 
living graph which they used to plot their critical incidents. Three participants arrived to the 
interview with their living graphs pre-completed. In the event that participants did not pre-
complete their living graph, as much time as needed to complete their living graph was 
provided directly before the interview. Varying degrees of detail was included in the 
participants’ living graphs; some included a number of extra pages detailing each plotted 
critical incident while others relied primarily on their memory to provide additional 
explanation and embellishment to trigger words and phrases they had recorded.  
Living graphs were an important tool in identifying the significance and level of 
impact of each critical incident on the career trajectory of participants. By having participants 
chronologically graph their percieved level of impact on a scale, researchers were provided 
with insight into the impact of each critical incident on the participant’s career trajectory. For 
example, in the event that a participant plotted a number of incidents just below the zero on 
the y-axis with one final incident plotted around the same level of impact suggests a more 
gradual impact with a build-up of incidents. Alternatively, a consistent identification of 
positive incidents with one or two incidents plotted as significantly negative suggests a more 
immediate impact.  
[Insert Figure 1 here] 
Interviewing 
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews where participants were asked to talk 
through their living graph. The completed living graphs were used as a guide, prompt and 
reference point by the participants and the interviewer throughout the interview. Participants 
were asked to talk through their living graph adding any details or explanations to each of the 
plotted critical incidents. Previous interview transcripts from each participant’s involvement 
in the longitudinal study were re-read to gain familiarity and identify initial themes which 
informed this phase of the project and provided a frame of reference on the career path of 
each participant. This allowed the researchers to prompt participants on any previously 
referred to incident that had not been included in the participants’ living graph and / or revisit 
incidents that may have been reported differently before. This strengthened the validity and 
richness of the data collected by crosschecking their current and retrospective responses to 
particular incidents or contextual factors. 
Data analysis 
The interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, read, and re-read to gain familiarity with 
the data in its entirety prior to analysis (Agar, 1996). Consistent with the principles of 
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) data were coded into categories both inductively 
and deductively while simultaneously analysing the data to develop themes. By continuously 
comparing themes in the data we were refining the concepts, identifying properties and 
exploring relationships. Themes identified were then narrowed down into main themes for 
analysis and dissemination.  
A number of measures were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the project through 
enhancing the credibility, rigor and validity. This included member checking, where all of the 
participants read their typed transcripts, verifying accuracy in content. Participants were 
given the opportunity to elaborate on any content or issue in their transcript. The data 
collected, including participants’ living graphs and interview transcripts, were triangulated to 
ensure that themes were supported by all data sources (Creswell, 2012). Peer debriefing was 
used between researchers during the data collection and analysis phases which encouraged 
discussion on interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   
Findings  
On completion of analysis of the interviews a number of themes were identified that allowed 
us to begin to understand the extent to which a gradual accumulation of critical incidents, 
rather than one specific critical incident, had resulted in teachers conveying the particular 
realities of teaching post-primary physical education in Ireland. As a consequence of such 
realities, a number of the participants were no longer teaching physical education.  The two 
themes that were most pertinent in impacting career trajectories are ‘Teaching physical 
education and another school subject’ and ‘The need for fulfilment through reward and 
recognition’. These are now unpacked in turn. Where quotes are shared from each participant, 
these are taken from the interviews that were conducted twelve years after graduation. We 
recognise that the findings presented in this paper relate to the five participants and are not a 
generalisation to all physical education teachers. 
Teaching physical education and another school subject.  
There is an unsubstantiated belief that PSTs enrolled in Irish PETE programmes identify 
firstly as ‘physical education teachers’ rather than as a teacher of their elective subject. This 
is extenuated by the further rhetoric that the other school subject area they are qualified to 
teach on graduation is commonly referred to as their ‘second subject’.  
Within the first two years after graduation, all five participants indicated that physical 
education was their primary focus, whether that be as a determining factor in which job to 
accept, “…it was the best opportunity because it was all PE hours. That was what I wanted at 
the time” (Conor), what they primarily taught, “I was teaching mainly PE…” (Mary), or what 
they wanted to teach more of, “I was itching to get into PE” (Jane). However, for most 
participants it is during the years following induction where they alluded to a shift in 
attitudes. Jane, after searching for more physical education hours, later admits that if all her 
teaching was scheduled for physical education, she would be devastated, “I’ll put it this way, 
if I was told next year I have no PE on my timetable, I wouldn’t be overly upset whereas if I 
came back and I had a full timetable of PE I would be devastated.” (Jane).  Mary speaks of 
returning to teaching physical education, rather than solely focusing on her elective subject, 
as a compromise in order to pursue her Master’s degree.  Both instances reported by Jane and 
Mary lead us to consider the extent to which the infrastructure surrounding physical 
education is unintentionally pushing teachers away and the extent to which teachers are being 
pulled towards more involvement with their elective subjects. We explore each in turn.  
The push from physical education. Analysis indicates that for either individual or contextual 
reasons, the infrastructure surrounding physical education was somewhat responsible for 
‘pushing’ Sara, Michelle and Conor from teaching the subject. Despite having a passion and 
interest for teaching physical education, there came a point when participants no longer felt 
they could sustain the fight whether it be for contextual reasons (such as more time allocated 
towards physical education in the school timetable, adequate facilities, qualified colleagues) 
and/or individual dispositions (for example, their own thirst for legitimacy and more 
meaningful student interactions). Conor, despite feeling “happy with what [he] was doing 
[with his physical education classes]”, he felt he “was not necessarily totally fulfilling [his] 
potential”. He then refers to leaving his physical education teaching position as ‘jumping 
ship’, suggesting a final act of surrender and survival. Michelle’s use of the term “soul 
destroying” articulates her ungratified passion for teaching physical education as she holds on 
to her last thread of hope, desperate to resist letting go completely. “[W]e have a very strong 
department…we want to [teach physical education] properly but our hands are tied, very 
tied…There is no support from management in terms of supporting the subject in the school 
so it is very soul destroying” (Michelle). Sara felt unsatisfied teaching physical education as 
she was unable to make a difference in the lives of her students. Consequently, Sara 
successfully retrained as a primary teacher, believing this will allow her to have a “bigger 
impact” on the students she teaches. Conor, Michelle and Sara’s fight and resistance to 
leaving their physical education teaching posts suggests that their experiences teaching 
physical education were not all negative. In fact, in all three cases, participants acknowledged 
positive aspects of teaching physical education which contributed to the resistance and 
metaphoric fight againt shifting their teaching allocation towards teaching their elective 
subject for a majority of their time.  
The pull towards the elective subject. Mary and Jane provide evidence that they were being 
‘pulled’ towards teaching more of their elective subject. Despite initial intentions to spend 
most of their time teaching physical education, Mary and Jane find themselves drawn to their 
elective subject. Mary is primarily drawn to her elective subject to satisfy an individual 
disposition whereas Jane is influenced more so by contextual factors. Mary initially finds 
herself attracted to the quality of interactions with students in her elective subject, believing 
she can have meaningful contact with students. “…I felt that there were more meaningful 
interactions happening with students in [my elective] classroom (Mary). Jane’s current 
teaching schedule predominantly involves the teaching of her elective subject with twenty 
percent of her time teaching physical education. She is most attracted to, and motivated by, 
contextual factors such as the structure and accountability of teaching her elective subject, 
finding comfort and satisfaction in the expectation that she is to prepare students for formal 
exams. “…it does come down to the fact that [physical education] is not an exam subject. I 
mean, if I knew I had to get them ready for this, that and the other, then I would be a lot more 
motivated (Jane).  
The need for fulfilment through reward and recognition 
The participants in this study continually expressed reward and recognition as critical 
incidents on the trajectories of their careers, indicating a direct relationship between feelings 
of fulfilment and receiving reward and recognition. However, the nature and avenue through 
which reward and recognition is received varies within individual participants’ trajectories as 
well as among participants. Participants indicated that they received or sought fulfilment 
through either intrinsic reward, receiving positive affirmation and/or reward for effort.  
Intrinsic reward. All three participants who are no longer teaching physical education (Sara, 
Conor and Mary) identified insufficient personal fulfilment and value in their work as 
physical education teachers. When describing her experience teaching physical education in 
post-primary, Sara mentioned that she “needed to get more out if it for [herself]”, indicating a 
lack of personal fulfilment. These feelings were mirrored by Conor who admitted that 
through teaching physical education he “was not necessarily totally fulfilling [his] potential”. 
Conor finds fulfilment in achieving his greatest potential, “Sport to me is personal and PE 
and that. I like to really do it well. If I’m coaching a team, I really like to have it perfect”. 
Although Mary initially found “there was a legitimacy attached” to her role as a physical 
education teacher, it was not enough to sustain her feelings of fulfilment through the years. 
She instead found more personal value in satisfying her disposition to make an impact on the 
lives of her students, which she accessed through teaching her elective subject and then at a 
later date through her lecturing position in a third-level institution.  
Receiving positive affirmation. Sara and Jane suggested a need for positive affirmation in 
their jobs.  Prior to becoming a primary school teacher, Sara did not feel as though she was 
receiving enough, if any, positive feedback or affirmation within her post-primary school 
despite having a relatively supportive administration, “You never finish the job. So, unless 
you get that reinforcement from someone else, you just… you’re constantly wondering ‘did I 
do a good job today? (…) [W]e talk about positive reinforcement so much but we don’t do it 
as adults”. However, in teaching primary-aged students, Sara was able to find affirmation in 
her students’ progress, “I was working hard and I felt like that work was paying off in the 
classroom. You could see the results with the kids”.  
Jane received positive affirmations for her work through receiving teaching 
appointments in her school which she perceives as prestigious, “I was only here a year and I 
got my first temporary post of responsibility. So that’s a big deal for a teacher…really gives 
you a sense that what you are doing is working and its positive reinforcement so that was 
important”. Jane also noted that she had “started teaching honours maths in the schools, so 
that’s a major bonus for a maths teacher to get entrusted with honours class”. 
Reward for effort. Participants also spoke to the importance of receiving appropriate rewards 
for the amount of energy and effort put into their work. Conor, Sara and Michelle expressed 
frustration with the lack of return received from the amount of planning and energy put into 
physical education. As Conor noted, “I was investing so much energy for about two to three 
years. And it just seemed like I wasn’t ever really getting to the point of nailing it…despite 
the energy that was going in. I always felt your legs are being taken from under you to a 
certain degree”. Conor found great reward for his efforts in coaching, “I did coach a football 
team in the school…I put in a huge effort with them. I nearly put all the energy into the 
football team as I did with my PE classes as we ended up winning a [provincial] title”. Sara 
continuously referred to her efforts teaching physical education as an imbalance between the 
energy she was putting in and the results received in return. Sara believed it to be 
“disheartening when you put a lot of work into [teaching physical education] and you’re not 
getting the rewards back… [teaching PE] began to become very disheartening and it began to 
outweigh the positive experience I was having in the school (…) I’m sweating here. I’m 
working so hard and I’m hitting my head against a brick wall”.  
Michelle spent a great deal of energy trying to negotiate contextual challenges with 
her school administration with no success, causing great frustration and feelings of being 
“just broken down (…) you make an effort and you get nothing”. In contrast, Michelle 
enjoyed the challenge of engaging the students in her elective subject classes, “it wouldn’t be 
the easiest subject to teach (…) there is a challenge in getting them to like it and making them 
enjoy it a lot”, recognising rewards for the energy she put into planning and teaching.  
Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to gain a holistic understanding of physical education teachers’ 
career trajectories considering the mutual relationship between the individual (Bobbitt et al., 
1991; Chapman, 1984; Heyns, 1988) and the workplace context (Bridge et al., 1978; Buckley 
et al., 2005). Results of the study suggest that both individual dispositions and contextual 
factors influence the career trajectories of physical education teachers in Ireland to varying 
degrees and with varying consequences. However, there are common themes amongst the 
uniqueness of participants’ career trajectories. This suggests that there is a level of consensus 
with respect to participants’ reporting of career trajectories. The most notable findings 
suggest a tug-of-war like relationship between physical education and the teacher’s elective 
subject. Results also indicate three realities of teaching physical education in Ireland which 
contribute to our holistic understanding of teachers’ career trajectories. The results are 
discussed in turn below through an organizational socialisation lens.  
The socialisation process of physical education teachers is unique to general teacher 
socialisation (Lawson, 1983b) in expectations, experiences, roles and outcomes (Templin & 
Schempp, 1989). The results of this study highlight the unique situation of Irish PETE 
graduates which encouraged us to revisit literature on transitioning and socialising into the 
school context. When transitioning into schools, teachers can feel unprepared to navigate “the 
full complement of teaching duties” (Richards et al., 2013, p. 445) as induction into schools 
is just as much about learning how to teach students as it is navigating the realities of 
working in such schools’ context. However, the realities of teaching physical education 
compared to other classroom based disciplines is magnified by the marginalization of 
physical education (Schempp et al., 1993). This process appears to be further complicated for 
physical education teachers in Ireland who are often in a position to simultaneously navigate 
and socialize into teaching their elective subject and physical education. This is a situation 
unique to many teachers reported in the organisational socialisation literature who are 
qualified as physical education specialists exclusively, teaching physical education for the 
entirety of their allocated teaching hours (Curtner-Smith, 2001). Irish PETE graduates are 
qualified to teach an elective subject in addition to physical education and often teach a 
combination of physical education and their elective subject, varying in time allocations 
between each subject area. Results of the study suggest that teachers who concurrently teach 
in both physical education and a non-marginalised subject remain teaching physical 
education throughout multiple stages of their career long socialisation process as is the case 
for Jane and Michelle. We can hypothesis that by also socialising into a non-marginalised 
subject context, the challenges faced by teachers of marginalised subjects (physical 
education, for example) are diluted or overridden. Further research is needed to fully 
understand the effects of teachers enacting dual or multiple teaching positions within a 
school.  
Revisiting the work of Richards et al., (2014) we note high levels of reality shock 
experienced by physical education teachers during the induction years of organizational 
socialisation are associated with teachers being more likely to leave teaching or, in the very 
least, leave physical education. However, it is noted that reality shock, and thus attrition, can 
be reduced through adequately preparing PSTs for the realities of teaching physical education 
in schools (Richards et al., 2014). The results of this study suggest three realities of teaching 
physical education that can extend the holistic understanding of physical education teacher’s 
career trajectories through induction years and beyond.  
First, it is evident that all of the teachers want to have meaningful connections with 
their students. However, after the first three to five years of teaching it becomes clear that 
they are not realising this opportunity through teaching physical education. While physical 
education teachers also want to invest in their physical education programme and students, 
with a desire to see growth and progress, they are limited by contextual factors (Halbert & 
MacPhail, 2010; MacPhail et al., 2005; MacPhail & Hartley, 2016) (such as a lack of contact 
time and inconsistent teaching assignments year to year). Physical education teachers 
perceive these contextual factors to be directly aligned to the lack of accountability and 
formal assessment in physical education. One could suggest that it is perhaps not so much 
physical education in and of itself that is not aligning with teachers’ individual dispositions 
but rather that the structure of examinable subjects is more conducive to encouraging student 
growth and progress. Leading on from this, it is then feasible to suggest that it is the 
individual dispositions of physical education teachers that are uncompromising and need to 
be satisfied in order to sustain a career teaching physical education. This contradicts previous 
beliefs that it is the contextual factors that play a more significant role in teachers’ decisions 
to stay or leave (Lindqvist & Nordänger, 2016). There is an appreciation that not every held 
disposition will flourish in any given context and therefore it is important for PSTs and in-
career teachers, through multiple phases of their socialisation process, to have an awareness 
and understanding of their own philosophies, beliefs and practices and what context is 
required to satisfy such dispositions. As a result, PSTs and in-career teachers can be more 
informed when advocating for change within their current teaching context, or when looking 
for prospective schools for employment to preamp and avoid potential incompatibilities 
between their dispositions and workplace context.  
Secondly, it is clear that expectations from the participants’ elective subjects appear to 
be higher than expectations from being a physical education teacher. The participants 
expressed feelings of dissatisfaction or limited fulfilment in teaching physical education. The 
perceived lack of challenge or accountability for physical education teachers supports Woods 
and Lynn’s (2010) finding that there is dissatisfaction in the lack of formal accountability for 
those involved in teaching physical education.  
Finally, physical education teachers in Ireland are high academic achievers as well as 
a significant proportion also being high performing players / athletes. For physical education 
teachers with an individual disposition to pursue excellence and seek recognition for that 
excellence, they do not thrive in an environment that does not recognise (or is otherwise 
indifferent) to their efforts in teaching physical education. The participants in this study 
reflect similarities to the case study presented by Woods and Lynn (2010) paper where Patsy, 
identified by her PETE programme as being one of the brightest graduates in her cohort, felt 
under-stimulated and challenged throughout her career teaching physical education.  
Conclusion 
While the career trajectories of qualified physical education teachers in Ireland are individual 
and complex, there appears to be a consistency across the teachers that, as they spend a 
longer time teaching in schools, they withdraw from their initial strong and proud identity as 
a physical education teacher in favour of identifying with teaching their elective subject. This 
is a worrying trend for all involved in educating and supporting physical education PSTs. The 
apparent incompatible relationship between individual dispositions and contextual factors in 
the teaching of physical education needs to be addressed.  
There are a number of ways in which this worrying trend can be addressed; (i) focus 
on PETE programmes and ensure that PSTs have an opportunity to explore and share their 
individual dispositions, (ii) understand what school contextual factors are likely to / will 
support and foster PSTs’ dispositions, and (iii) appreciate how these dispositions might 
impact PSTs’ ability to negotiate the realities of teaching physical education in Irish post-
primary schools. An extension to this would be to provide practicing teachers with support in 
considering how best to deal with the realities of teaching physical education with a view to 
encouraging a skill set that would allow them to determine where their energies and passion 
for the physical education subject area would be best served and rewarded. Another is to 
explore the recent Irish government support for the development of certificated / examinable 
physical education and the potential for this initiative to encourage a level of challenge, 
stimulation, accountability and reward (Department of Education and Skills, 2016) that the 
physical education teachers clearly crave. 
Further research is needed on exploring how PETE programmes can effectively 
prepare PSTs for the reality of teaching school physical education as well as dealing with the 
day-to-day workplace confinements of a school. Research on the career trajectories of 
teachers’ of other practical/marginalised subjects may inform further research in this area. 
There is also a need to continue investing in longitudinal studies with teachers to provide rich 
and realistic stories of career trajectories and understand the events that have impacted such 
trajectories. Only then, may PETE be in a position to share empirical evidence of career 
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